This book provides explanations for historical changes in morpho-syntactic properties of pronominal and anaphoric categories in the English language. The research undertaken by the author is deeply rooted in the current linguistic theory, and is based on extensive application of the principles of diachronic language change study. Linguistics at its best! Although the main topic of interest is the historical development of specially marked reflexive pronouns in English, Van Gelderen examines changes in several related areas of syntax, providing not only explanations for the rise and fall of specific syntactic phenomena, but also a general overview of the diachronic changes in the English case, person, number, and agreement system.
(1) ac he hyne gewyrpte but he him recovered 'but he recovered himself' (Beowulf 2876)
The fact that pronouns in Old English function reflexively is derived from Reinhart and Reuland's approach to reflexivity. Inherent case marking in Old English makes it possible for elements with Interpretable features, such as pronouns, to enter into Binding Chains. The use of 'self' is still adjectival, as illustrated in (2).
(2) hire selfre sunu 'her own son' (Beowulf 1115)
The reflexive use of 'self', as illustrated in (3), is about to emerge, but it will take a few centuries for it to lexicalize as the nominal head of the reflexive compound.
v aet he hyne sulfne gewraec that he him-ACC self-ACC avenged 'that he avenged himself' (Beowulf 2875)
As observed by Van Gelderen, several changes began to occur simultaneously in the grammatical system of Old English, indirectly resulting in a necessity to introduce a special reflexive pronoun. Following the weakening of its adjectival properties, 'self' underwent a categorical change from adjective to noun. Emphatic uses of 'self' showed a person split, whereby 'self' modified more third than first and/or second person. Additionally, 'self' occurred more frequently in prepositional than in verbal complements. These changes were not uniformly spread across the Old English dialects, with the more northern and/or earlier dialects using less 'self' forms, albeit more in reflexive function. However, this trend suggests a language change affecting a number of morpho-syntactic properties. Subsequent development of reflexive pronouns is examined in Chapter 2 ("Reflexives in Middle and Later English"). Person split (third before first and/or second) regarding the introduction of reflexive pronouns is still pronounced, whereas a similar split, albeit in the opposite direction, takes place in the loss of inherently marked case. The third person is the first one to introduce reflexive pronouns, yet the last one to lose inherent case. Van Gelderen argues that this asymmetry is not predictable under Reinhart and Reuland's approach to Binding Chains, yet is derivable from the morpho-syntactic properties of (underspecified) phi-features associated with non-third person, allowing them to function reflexively even after the inherent case had been lost. The third person pronoun becomes structurally specified earlier, and ceases to be used reflexively, rendering the use of a specially marked reflexive a necessity, as illustrated in (4). Additionally, reflexive pronouns tend to be introduced in oblique positions prior to direct object positions. The author links this asymmetry to the grammaticalization of adjectival 'self' into nominal 'self', arguing that oblique positions allow the introduction of nonproperly case marked elements. As observed by Van Gelderen, changes in morphology and syntax do not necessarily occur at the same time, and the language provides a means of accommodating the grammatical change in progress, resulting in unpredicted grammatical asymmetries as well as dialectal variation. Once the process is complete, and 'self' has become a full-fledged reflexive pronoun (ca 1500), no substantial person split or argument/adjunct position asymmetry is observed.
The following chapter ("Pro-drop and feature strength") provides evidence for the underspecification of first/second person features, based on the analysis of pro-drop. The data from Old English and some Early Middle English texts illustrate that pro-drop is a common phenomenon, occurring more frequently with third than first/second person. Van Gelderen links this asymmetry to the person split observed in the emergence of reflexive forms, arguing that the strength of features associated with the third person results in allowing frequent pro-drop, as well as blocking reflexive uses of third person pronouns. Although the loss of inherent case is generally linked to a ban on reflexive uses of pronouns, Van Gelderen demonstrates that changes in person features other than case are also responsible for the development of specially marked reflexive forms.
In Chapter 4 ("The loss of verbal agreement and verb-movement") the author demonstrates that the person split derived from the asymmetry in feature strength may be directly linked to the asymmetry in the loss of verbal agreement. Additionally, Van Gelderen explores a number of related topics, such as the interaction between changes in verbal inflectional morphology, on one hand, and verb movement and functional category activation, on the other, linking different syntactic phenomena to changes in feature interpretability. This chapter is probably the most comprehensive in terms of topics explored, and represents scholarly excellence in incorporating analyses of subtle diachronic grammatical changes into current theoretical debates.
The loss of inherent case and its consequence for changes in feature interpretability, as well as subsequent enforcement of the constraint on reflexive uses of pronouns, is explored in Chapter 5 ("The loss of inherent case"). Van Gelderen demonstrates that rich case morphology of Old English correlates with inherent case, and provides syntactic tests, such as case retention under passivization, in support of this assumption. The loss of inherent case (starting at the end of the Late Old English period) becomes apparent in a number of grammatical phenomena, such as the introduction of transformational (and pseudo) passives, constraints on word order, as well as the loss of the ability by verbs/prepositions to assign special case. Morphological case changes are indirectly linked to additional changes in feature interpretability, and since both affect third person at about the same time, this is the exact syntactic environment in which reflexive uses of pronouns are first banned, and special reflexive forms first emerge.
Chapter 6 ("Ergativity and person split") explores the links between person split and interpretability of features, on one hand, and structural case changes, on the other. Van Gelderen examines morpho-syntactic properties of two types of ergative constructions in Old and Early Middle English, that is, "possessives" with be and experiencer verbs, and passives, demonstrating the existence of inherent case on subjects in both construction types. The person split observed in a range of other morpho-syntactic phenomena affects ergative constructions as well, suggesting that inherent case is lost for different persons at different times.
On a more personal note, I very much enjoyed this book. It reads like a well-written mystery novel. We know that specially marked reflexive pronouns exist in English, but we follow the author attentively as we discover the history of their development. Upon rereading, the depth of linguistic understanding, and the thoroughness of the historical research become even more apparent. The variety of material covered, and the clarity of presentation make this book of interest to a diverse linguistic audience. Without hesitation, I would recommend it to linguists interested in current syntactic analyses of reflexive phenomena, diachronic analyses of the English pronominal system, language variation and change, and first and second language acquisition of binding.
